ABSTRACT
1.
THE SOCIAL, CONTEXTUAL AND PUBLIC DIMENSIONS
OF THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH
It is not the aim of this paper to deal at length with the controversy about Christian missionary work. It is well known that the 19 th century missionary activities of Christian churches went hand in hand with Western colonialism. It is also well known that the I Paper read at the Annual Bishop's Seminar, Church of the Province of South em Africa, Cape Town on 1 March 1997.
• The realisation of the influence of political ideologies (Axwortby 1993:721-727) .
It is significant that "religiously inspired activism" is specifically mentioned in this context by international human rights scholars and activists. There is clearly an expectation that an institution such as the Church will continue to play an important role in creating a consciousness of human rights, in promoting respect for human rights and in nurturing a culture of human rights.
The activities of the Church in this regard in the past are numerous. Churches all over the world have organised and are maintaining soup kitchens, safehouses, activist groups, ministries in prisons, housing projects, educational institutions, monitoring groups, child support groups, women's groups, clinics for rape victims, refugee support groups, hospitals and clinics, and so on; in fact, far too many activities to list.
Given the role of the Bible as foundational document of the Christian Church (cf Van Huyssteen 1987) , Christians are always looking (again and again) at the Bible for inspiration and orientation for all these activities. The Bible is indeed one of the most significant bases for value persuasion and the shaping of the ethos of the South African population.
Christianity is the religion of the majority of the South African population (between 60%-70%). Apart from the direct influence of the Bible in churches, more or less 100 000 matriculating pupils took Biblical Studies as examination subject in 1994
and at about 70 Teacher's Education Colleges Biblical Studies or Religious Studies is a compulsory subject for thousands of students. In 1994 about 10 000 University students were enrolled in Biblical Studies or Religious Studies and Biblical Studies at 16 universities. In addition to this, millions of school pupils in primary and secondary schools are receiving Religious Instruction, in most cases based on the Bible (cfMilller 1995).
Unfortunately, as in the case of any great power and source of such tremendous influence, its effect can be ambiguous. It can do very good but it can also do very badly.
The use of the Bible but also the Bible itself can indeed be a serious stumbling block in the way of the promotion of respect for human rights. In the rest of this paper I will deal with both sides of this ambiguity. First I will briefly discuss four preliminary issues, namely, (i) important general distinctions in our understanding of human rights, (ii) the complexity of the Bible (iii) the complexity of the contemporary interpretation of the Bible and (iv) the issue of the use of the Bible in public discourse. Following this, I will discuss the dark side of the use of the Bible to promote human rights and possible strategies to deal with this dark side. I conclude with a few remarks about the bright side of human rights and the Bible.
HTS 5514 (1999) This distinction is important when we talk about human rights and the Bible.
Although the Bible and Christian tradition contributed to the fact that human rights are today legally protected in most countries in the world, human rights as such can not be read from the Bible. Secondly, it is significant that the foundational norms or Grundnormen of various human rights conventions differ in different countries and regions because they are deeply influenced by the specific history of those countries and regions.
• In the USA the Grundnormen are the "freedom clauses" of the First Amendment (namely, freedom of religion, freedom of speech, etc.). This is due to the suppression of these freedoms of the early European settles in North America However, the plurality of presuppositions, methods and theoretical conceptions of the interpretation process is not the only problem. In recent times the authority of the traditional institutions of power that used to determine the validity of specific interpreations of the Bible -such as the pope, the bishop, the synod, the priest, the minister of religion, the theology professor, the Biblical scholar -has diminished significantly. How 3.4
The use of the Bible in. public discourse
The use of the Bible in public discourse is a highly contentious and complicated issue.
Many examples of the use of the Bible to legitimate all sorts of political agendas can be cited. To refer to one example beyond our own situation: More than a decade ago Presi- There For the radical or liberal, she or he knows enough to realise that church
HTS 5514 (1999)
Digitised by the University of Pretoria, Library Services It will lead us too far on a sidetrack to dwell on all these problems in any more detail. Suffice it to say that, whenever we want to talk about human rights and the Bible, we must be well aware of a whole range of problems and controversies. I now want to move on to a consideration of a number of specific Biblical passages which may be considered -anachronistically, of course -as advocating, justifying or tolerating serious human rights violations. Whatever the Bible may say about oppression, it has in its time served the interests of the oppressor ... not just the use of the Bible, but also some of the substantive things in the Bible itself. The Bible, in whatever version, may make a good servant; it can be a bad master. Treating it as the divine word exempt from criticism can blind eyes to that truth. Also, the Bible contains some appalling practices of an uncivilised nature and nobody should treat these as normative.
HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE BIBLE: THE DARK SIDE
Let us now list a number of these "appalling" and '1mcivilised" practices. I will not reflect in any detail on any of these examples while I list them. After I have
Biblklll perspectives on the ministry IUId mission of the chuTch completed the list, I will come to the problem of how to deal with these issues in the Bible.
Violence
• Genocide: The Lord gives a command to Saul, "go and smite Amalek, and utterly destroy all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, infant and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and ass" (1 Sam 15:3). After Saul and his army have killed all the Amelekites he was severely chastised by Yahweh (through Samuel) because he did not kill all the animals as he was instructed to but used them for sacrifices.
Yahweh is angry about Saul's disobedience. However, no word of condemnation' of the genocide can be found in this Biblical story. To the contrary, the very point of the story is that the genocide was the explicit wish of Yahweh himself.
• Murder of children: "Elisha went up from there to Bethel; and while he was going up on the way, some small boys came out of the city and jeered at him, saying, "Go up, you baldhead! Go up, you baldhead!"
And he turned around, and when he saw them, he cursed them in the name of the LoRD. And two she-bears came out of the woods and tore forty-two of the boys" (2 Kings 2:23-25). It seems that the jeering of children for the baldheadedness of the prophet is considered by the Bible as sufficient justification for a curse and the killing of quite a number of children.
• Infanticide: "Happy shall he be who takes your little ones and dashes them against the rock" (ps137:8).
JalJ«Jl. the author of this letter says to his opponents in public is: "Go to hell!"
• Judas (12-13) writes about his opponents: "These are blemishes on your love feasts, as they boldly carouse together, looking after themselves;
waterless clouds, carried along by winds; fruitless trees in late autumn, twice dead, uprooted; wild waves of the sea, casting up the foam of their own shame; wandering stars for whom the nether gloom of darkness has been reserved for ever.
Discrimination against women
The Bible abounds with texts which the feminist Biblical scholar, Phyllis Trible • The story of Tamar, which she calls "The royal rape of wisdom" (2 Sam 13:1-22).
• The story of the unnamed woman in the Book of Judges, which she calls "The extravagance of violence" (Judges 19: 1-30).
• The story of the daughter of Jephta, which she calls "An inhuman sacrifice" (Judges 11 :29-40).
In the New Testament we find instructions for women to be silent and submissive
(1 Cor 11:1-10; 1 Cor 14:38-40, Col 3:18 and Eph 5:22-24) as well as the remark in 1
Timothy 2:8-11 that women can only be saved through bearing children.
Slavery
"Slaves obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, not with eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but in singleness of heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever your task, work from speaking to the Gentiles that they may be saved -so as always to fill up the measure of their sins. But God's wrath has come upon them at last!" (1 Thes 2:14-15).
Homophobia and discrimination against homosexuals
• Lev 20: 13: "If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall be put to death, their blood is upon them."
• Romans 1 :24-27: ''Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonouring of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed for ever! Amen. It is very important to deal with this dilemma because literalistic interpretations of these texts coupled with absolutist notions of the authority of the Bible as divine word can indeed perpetuate various practices detrimental to the promotion of respect for human rights and a culture of human rights.
POSSIBLE STRATEGIES TO DEAL WITH THE DILEMMA OF HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE BIBLE
Feminist Biblical interpreters propose various strategies to deal with the androcentric texts of the Bible and the authority of Scripture. Although these strategies have been developed specifically with reference to discrimination against women in the Bible, I
submit that they are just as relevant for the consideration of the broader spectrum of human rights violations, which can be found in the Bible.
Ogden Bellis (1994: 17-20) summarises the various strategies used by feminist critics as follows:
• There are those (like Mary Daly) who can find no way of resolving the tension between feminism (human rights) and the Bible. For them the Bible is irremediably androcentric and irredeemably sexist (and thus not even to be mentioned in human rights talk). Although they do not wish to renounce religion entirely, they find spiritual nourishment in the worship of goddesses (such as Gaia) for which they draw inspiration from various ancient sources, excluding (obviously) the Bible.
• Those who do not want to reject the Bible altogether, deal with the dilemma in a number of ways:
• The loyalist approach boils down to using a "hierarchy of truth" method; for example the command to women to subject to men (Eph 5:22-24) must be understood and relativised in the light of the higher truth of the unity of men and women in Christ (Gal 3:28).
• The universalist and essentialist approach holds that certain texts are timeless (e g Gal 3 :28) and take priority over texts that speak to a particular historical situation (e g 1 Cor 11: 1-11)
• The compensatory strategy seeks to balance the androcentric nature of scripture with emphasis on stories of strong women, feminine imagery, et cetera. Not all these approaches to deal with our dilemma are equally helpful. Various conflicting ideological concerns and theoretical conceptualisations of the nature of textuality and the locality of meaning determine the validity of some of these approaches.
For example, I do not think it is a realistic option (especially for bishops of the Church!)
to go the way of Mary Daly and simply reject the Bible altogether!
Biblklll perspectives on the ",inistry and ",ission of the church
Obviously it is not possible to do any justice to this whole spectrum of approaches in a discussion within the confines of this paper. I will rather move on to state my own preference and then, on the basis of that, enter into a discussion of the bright side of the human rights and the Bible theme. • It is critical insofar as it is willing to question biblical texts vigorously for their religious coherence and moral appropriateness, without special pleading. This implies that critical historical and literary approaches are used in the interpretation of the Bible. This presupposes a certain view of the Bible. In such a view the Bible does not simply contain unique and direct divine revelations expressing propositional truths about reality. Rather, the Bible contains ''human writings generated by specific social and historical circumstances and expressing truths of experience and conviction that possess revelatory value for subsequent readers only indirectly and through mediation of interpretation" (Johnson 1995:81) . Such a reading of the Bible will resist Biblicists Christians whose allegiance to a "literal meaning" as the basis of Christian identity is absolute, and who regard any historical or literary contextualization as an attack on the authority of the text.
• It is faithful because it chooses to continue rather than close the conversation, because it has faith that this process of discernment will enable texts to speak more authentically "according to the mind of Christ" (Johnson 1995:73 ).
• It is responsible because it implies that we with our interpretations of the Bible participate on equal foot with other discussion partners in the public sphere of our society. Long gone are the days of theology as the regina scientiae where theologians and church people can act prescriptively with assumed absolute authority in every conceivable situation. This implies that our interpretations of the Bible must be guided by a scale of the highest and best religious and social values which we nurture as the building blocks of our vision of a humane society -and obviously, here I have the values associated with human rights specifically in mind (cf Botha 1996:340) . This implies that we participate in the public discourses of our time and that we take responsibility for our interpretations of the Bible in these contexts.
To put this ideal of a critical, faithful and responsible interpretation in more practical terms in the context of the theme of human rights and the Bible I suggest three courses of action:
• Let us follow feminist critics like Schiissler Fiorenza (see also Aichele et al 1995) and take our starting point for contextual and practical interpretations of the Bible outside the Biblical texts, namely in the vision of the full realisation of a human rights culture in South Africa.
• Let us expose and critique those Biblical stories and passages that function as stumbling block in the way of this vision. Let us frankly reject the cultural values presupposed by these stories as Fiorenza 1988) .
• Yet, there is a very important other side to this coin. I submit that we should continue to be faithful, to re-tell Biblical stories and reinterpret Biblical textsthose stories and texts that are suitable -to make our own and unique constructive contribution to the promotion of respect for human rights and a human rights culture in South Africa.
In the Dutch Reformed Church there is an old tradition (and it is in fact still officially required of ministers) to "preach through" the Heidelberg Catechism. In some Let me conclude with a reference to one specific example. • (7) Above all, we believe that Christians have a special responsibility to engage in public witness for justice and peace.
• (8) Protest has been a very important part of our tradition since the days of the great biblical prophets.
• (9) It is quite wrong to believe that Christians should never protest against the wrong-doing of a government ... or should not go into the streets to protest through mass action.
• ( 
